The article considers the usefulness of the oral life (hi)story approach, and in particular its qualitative method of interviewing, to researching social work issues such as trans-racial adoption. In providing clarification on the decision to use the term life (hi)story in the given (bracketed) way, a descriptive outline of the reported study's research design into trans-racial adoption is provided. This is followed by a critically reflective assessment of the key methodological issues emanating from the study's use of oral life (hi)story, highlighting not only its limitations but also offering guidance on its use. In doing so, it is argued that despite some discrepancies, oral life (hi)story offers access to a deeper level of understanding about adoptees' lives. It also empowers adoptees by giving them the opportunity to speak for themselves about their own lives. 
INTRODUCTION
The aim of this article is to consider the usefulness of the oral life (hi)story approach, and in particular its qualitative research method of interviewing, as a means of gaining a deeper level of understanding of key topic areas in current national and international social work practice. In particular, the case of transracial adoption is used to illustrate key points in the assessment of the oral life (hi)story approach.The use of the term 'trans-racial adoption' here refers to circumstances where children have been adopted across racial groups, although in most cases it is used to refer to the adoption of 'black' children by 'white' parents. An empirical study carried out between 2001-4, as partial fulfilment of a doctoral degree, is drawn upon to illustrate key methodological issues. In doing so, a consideration of the oral life (hi)story approach as a means of empowering individuals is also provided.
From this discussion emerge two arguments. The first argument is the value of the life (hi)story approach, and in particular the interviewing method, for allowing a deeper level of understanding of the lives of trans-racial adoptees. The second argument is the valuable insight that the current population of trans-racial adoptees can offer to the trans-racial adoption debate. Hence, there is the call for their direct consultation in such debates, especially in terms of those debates leading to policy making decisions.This would also act as a means of empowering them.
DEFINING ORAL LIFE (HI)STORY
For Robert Atkinson, there is 'very little difference between a life story and a life history' because both refer to 'the story a person chooses to tell about the life he or she has lived' (Atkinson, 2002: 125) . However, in the study reported here, there is a great deal of importance in highlighting how the adoptee and researcher's selves affect the interpretation, construction and presentation of the life narrative. There is therefore an insistence that any presented account will always involve some sort of reflexive construction of social life experiences. It is therefore neither a wholly factual account nor a fictional one. Rather it is an account that can be seen as a version of the narrator's truth. For example, in the study, one adoptee said:
I do not know, I cannot really remember much about growing up in that family, but I suppose it must have been fairly ok because my (adoptive) parents were quite nice people, but, um, you know, I do not think they told me much about my birth parents when I was growing up in that home. (Hee Yun) experiences with her adoptive family.Therefore, although this part of the narrative is not entirely fictional (story) or entirely factual (history), it nevertheless constitutes a version of her truth.
Clifford supports this view in his argument that life stories can be viewed as both a mythical and historical account. However, the combination does not lessen its ability to contribute, rather such a 'critical life history approach' should be seen as a valuable investigative means (Clifford, cited in Shaw, 1996: 143) . In the study discussed here, the merging of fictional and factual was not viewed as problematic. It was following this though, impossible for this researcher to accurately distinguish between the factual accounts and the fictional ones. However, it was accepted that all of the adoptees would have presented versions of their truth. It is for this reason that the terms 'history' and 'story' were used together in the following way: 'life (hi)story'.
In particular, the spoken form of life history brings with it the possibility of allowing narrators to self-reflect in a distinctively deeper way. For example, instead of being restricted to (non-verbal) self-reflection that is not articulated, adoptees are verbally communicating their reflective thoughts as they (re)construct them. This allows the narrator to hear how the narrator is interpreting and negotiating their social life experiences. In this sense then, the oral part of the life (hi)story method is very important to social work research studies such as that reported here, and it is for this reason that the definition used also incorporates the term 'oral' into its usage, so as to become 'oral life (hi)story'.
At this point a note on the use of the term 'narrative' in addition to that of oral life (hi)story is required. It has been highlighted that 'narrative is both phenomenon and methods [as] narrative names the structured quality of experience to be studied, and it names the patterns of inquiry for its study . . . [therefore] there is the reasonably well-established device of calling the phenomenon story and the inquiry narrative' (Clandinin and Connelly, 1998: 155) . Although the reported study acknowledged this, its main emphasis was on the telling of an account (fictional) or history (factual). For example as Chanfrault-Duchet states:
The narrative dimension [of] the life story aims . . . to account for the whole of the informant's life experience until the moment of the interview . . . [it] encompasses not only the temporal and casual organization of facts and events considered significant, but also the value judgements that make sense of this particular life experience. (Chanfrault-Duchet, cited in Miller, 2000: 128) Accordingly then, the retrospectively constructed and presented oral life (hi)story can be referred to as a narrative. Following this, although oral life (hi)story can be seen as presenting itself as a particular type within the broader class of narratives, not all narratives are a form of life (hi)story (Walker, cited in Hatch and Wiseniewski, 1995: 114) . However, it can be argued that oral life (hi)story and a narrative are able to share the same status because they 'both rely on stories, subjective accounts, and on meanings as they [are] constructed by individuals in situations' (Ayers, cited in Hatch and Wiseniewski, 1995: 114) . This means that they both share the 'version of truth' and 'distinctive deeper' selfreflective status. It is for this reason that the term narrative is also used to refer to the adoptee's presented life (hi)story.
USING ORAL LIFE (HI)STORY TO STUDY TRANS-RACIAL ADOPTION: RESEARCH DESIGN
The research study reported here sought to conceptualize, from a social constructionist approach, a trans-racial identity. It did this by examining the life experiences and social processes informing the racial identity development of a sample of six (four female and two male) 'black' or 'mixed heritage' adults who had been trans-racially adopted as children by 'white' families. Before proceeding, a note is needed on the use of terminology. The term 'black' is used here to refer to those with no recent 'white European' origins. In most cases, it is used to specifically represent those with recent origins in the Caribbean and/or Africa.The term 'mixed heritage' is used to refer to individuals whose biological parents are of two different racial backgrounds. In most cases, this refers to one 'black' parent and one 'white' parent. The term 'white' is used to refer to individuals of recent European descent.This author recognizes the problematic nature of these terms, and hence they are all used in inverted commas.
An analysis of this form of trans-racial adoption was selected because it is the type subject to most controversy and much debate. Due to its nature and size, and for reasons of access, the study was carried out in Britain. However, not all of the adoptees were born and adopted in Britain, meaning that adoptees were able to provide general information on the construction of a racial identity that could be used to inform adoption policy debates and social work practice on a more international scale.
The existing body of research has used a variety of quantitative and qualitative research methods. There are a number of problems with these chosen methods.Those which have used longitudinal studies, namely Bagley and Young (1979) , Feigelman and Silverman (1984) , Gill and Jackson (1983) , Howe and Feast (2000) , Simon and Alstein (2000) , and Tizard (1991) , have provided the benefit of allowing the researcher to examine a child's long-term growth and development. However, they are problematic due to a loss of contact between researchers and some of the original sample. This may lead to the pushing of the results towards more favourable conclusions about trans-racial adoption, because it is possible that the families who dropped out are precisely those families encountering difficulties and did not want to admit it or be blamed for 330 ■ Qualitative Social Work 4(3) inadequate parenting. For example, Simon and Alstein's original 1971 study had 157 trans-racially adopted children participating, of which only 55 were followed up in 1991. No analysis was undertaken of this non-response issue.
The survey methods as used by Feigelman and Silverman (1984) have the advantage of allowing a sample to contain a large number of participants, from which a varied response can be obtained. However they also have the problem of sample bias in terms of who completes the survey.
The cross-sectional design surveys, as used by Zastrow (1977) , also have the advantage of providing a range of multiple responses, but they have the problem of only providing a 'snap-shot' of a trans-racial adoptee, the adoptive family or of the adoption, at one point in time.This means that they are unable to reveal information concerning how the adjustment of trans-racial adoptees to their environment changes over time. Instead such study designs can only speculate on outcomes.They also tend to measure trans-racial adoptees' 'adjustment' or 'maladjustment' according to parental responses, which is a problem because parents may not be fully aware of problems, or may lie or be reluctant to admit difficulties.
The focus group methods which seek to collect reflective accounts of one's life, as used by Dagoo et al. (1993) and Shekleton (1990) , avoid the 'snapshot' problem that cross-sectional design surveys present, and they also allow the adult adoptees to talk for themselves about their lives and experiences, unlike most longitudinal and survey methods. But questions can be raised about the range of experiences in focus groups. For example, in the studies carried out by Dagoo et al. (1993) and Shekleton (1990) , the sample was selected from a post-adoption support group where all the adoptees were experiencing difficulties.This is also illustrated with the work of Armstrong and Beveridge (2001) whose collection of trans-racial adoptees' experiences also shared the commonality of having experienced problematic adoptions, and therefore produced the same type of data.
More significantly though, these methods have not strongly emphasized the need for the adoptees to speak for themselves about their own lives. Those studies that have sought to collect experiences in the words of the adoptees, such as Thoburn et al.'s (2000) study, have done so alongside the collection of testimonies from adopters.This therefore fails to emphasize enough the adoptees' accounts as singular valuable sources in their own right. It also means that adoptees have been largely measured and talked about, as opposed to being given the opportunity to speak completely for themselves. This means that studies have failed to deeply explore the adoptees' thoughts and understanding around their experiences, social interaction and human relationships.
The study reported here places a strong emphasis on giving the adoptees the opportunity to talk for themselves about their own lives and experiences, and to do so in a much more detailed and reflective way than other studies have allowed. For this reason, the oral life (hi)story approach and its qualitative research method of interviewing was deemed most suitable. Indeed, the use of the method in social work research highlights this suitability, as Shaw states:
it has helped to enrich work with children . . . and its selective use through reminiscence work with older people has introduced to that field a welcome human touch. (Shaw, 1996: 141) Clearly though, the method has the ability to 'enrich' work with various populations at the receiving end of social work intervention.A number of key studies illustrate this. These include Bowen's study on school non-attenders (Bowen, cited in Shaw, 1996: 142); Goldman et al.'s study into cancer prevention work amongst working-class, multi-ethnic populations (Goldman et al., 2003) ; Hardesty and Black's (1999) study into the importance of motherhood in the lives of Puerto Rican addicts; and Clapham et al.'s (cited in Shaw, 1996 : 143) study on housing, older people and the life course. All these studies not only highlight the value of the life (hi)story method as a source of knowledge production, but more so its status as 'an important element of social work practice . . . whether they be for assessment purposes, reports, or as part of the clinical interventions' (Shaw, 1996: 141) .
The use of oral life (hi)story interviews in the study differed from other forms of qualitative interviewing. This is because it offered access to in-depth detailed information about how the adoptees had negotiated themselves a racial identity, via the creation of an interview scenario, where in-depth data about life experiences, i.e. how and why they have lived their life, and the thoughts and ideas that have guided behaviour and interaction, could be freely given. The particular appropriateness of the method to explore and uncover the complex realities of racialized identities, as argued in the study, is also highlighted by Brotman and Kraniou's (1999) study of Canadian lesbians of ethnic ancestry.
However, the use of the method was not flawless. What immediately follows is a descriptive and critically reflective outline of its use.As well as highlighting the method's value in allowing a deeper understanding and empowering respondents, the intention is to note its discrepancies and to offer guidance on its use.
In practical terms, studies using the method undoubtedly produce huge amounts of data. For example, in his study of Jane Fry, a male to female transsexual, Bogdan estimated the production of 'about a hundred [hours, and] over 750 pages of transcribed material' (Bogdan, 1974: 8) . Accordingly, it was clear from the outset of the study that interviews would produce a somewhat lengthy and detailed narrative. Therefore it was important to have a sample frame that was practically manageable and contained a fairly broad range of experiences in order to generate information for a detailed analysis to be made in light of the debates within literature and policy.
There are generally two approaches in life (hi)story research to sample selection.The first is the occurrence of a chance encounter, for example, Bogdan (1974: 6) met Jane Fry at a 'social problems seminar', where she was speaking for a gay group. The second approach is for the researcher to actively seek out an individual, known as 'selective sampling' (Plummer, 2001: 134) . This is the approach used in the reported study. Here, a sample of at least five adoptees was viewed for a study of this particular size and nature, as meeting the requirements of experience diversity and practical manageability. The difficulty of gaining access to a sample of trans-racially adopted adults who would be willing to talk on a voluntary basis about their experiences at some length and in some depth was acknowledged from the outset. Apart from the usual word of mouth approach to meeting adoptees, other attempts included making contact with specialist organizations and placing advertisements in various journals and magazines. A combination of these approaches proved to be quite positive and as a result, a final sample of six trans-racial adoptees was produced. Adoptees were each interviewed on a one-to-one basis over a period of approximately 2 months, in 2 to 5 interview sessions, with each session lasting anything from 25 minutes to 3 hours. Overall, this generated approximately 45 hours of indepth information covering the lives of 6 trans-racial adoptees that had 193 years' worth of experiences between them.
Upon initial contact with the adoptees, a considerable amount of time was dedicated to establishing the right kind of relationship with them, i.e. one that was genuine, honest, friendly, professional and responsible.The importance of establishing such a relationship when using the method is rightly highlighted by Plummer who noted that 'a good relationship between the researcher and the subject is important. Life history research, perhaps more than any other, involves establishing and maintaining a close and intimate relationship with the subject' (Plummer, 2001: 136) . Although I agreed with the need of building such a relationship, the study's requirement on professionalism and responsibility was also important. In order to build such a relationship, the adoptees and myself spent numerous days before the actual interview sessions conversing about the study, as well as more general topics of the day. This was done in order to establish a research relationship and an interview scenario where what was essentially very personal information about their lives could be disclosed. However, it is important to recognize that these characteristics had to be often renegotiated and adapted so as to suit the particulars of what were in effect six different interviews scenarios.What remained constant throughout all six of the interview scenarios was the strict adherence to the boundaries of professional practice. Having a set of core characteristics, which were also open to slight change and modification to suit the particulars of each interviewee and interview scenario, was a significant strength in the use of the method.
Atkinson (1998) provides a good case for the need of and useful guidance on the design of what I call the interview schedule, i.e. a loose agenda of themes and questions to be covered in the interview session.The use of such a schedule brings some sort of organization, albeit a very loose and flexible one, to the narrative structure. In this sense, the interviews in the study were loosely semistructured.The interview schedule covered key stages of life experiences (schooling, friends, family, experiences of racism, etc.) that were used as a prompt for the adoptees' narrative delivery.The adoptees each used this schedule in a variety of ways; some followed its thematic organization rigidly, others not. What is important, however, is that all the adoptees took control over the direction of the presented narrative. In this sense, the research method and researcher acted as an avenue for the adoptee's narrative presentation. This is seen as vital to emphasizing the understanding and empowerment ethos of the oral life (hi)story interviewing method. For these reasons, the use of the interview schedule in this way is considered as a particular strength and strongly advocated in the use of the method. In capturing and analysing the life (hi)story in its presented form, it was necessary to use a tape recorder and to transcribe narratives as they were presented.The importance and advantage of doing so when interviewing in a style that can be unstructured and non-chronologically spoken was best illustrated by Bogdan's work:
we started with informal conversations, pursuing various topics and discussing different phases of her life as they came up . . . we did not attempt to record her life story chronologically, but skipped from day to day . . . it allowed a relationship to develop between us so that the experiences that were difficult for her to talk about were dealt with at later stages. (Bogdan, 1974: 8) The tape recorder allowed me to spend time going over the material listening for information that was not initially picked up on in the interview sessions, such as the repeated use of certain words and long hesitant pauses. For all of the adoptees, the tape recorder was not seen as a problem and was something that was easily forgotten about. For example, as one adoptee in this research study said: 'I felt I could easily ignore the tape recorder' (William).
In transcribing the narratives, Poindexter (in referring to the work of Mishler) argues that transcribing the recorded interview is 'more than a routine technical procedure; it is an interpretive process in itself, an important decision regarding how to present and "re-present" an interviewee's story' (Poindexter, 2002: 61) . The process of transcription, in terms of its relationship to analysing the data, must therefore be given careful consideration. In attempting to limit the danger of the researcher imposing themselves too much on the transcript, key elements of the reported study's method and empowerment criteria, Plummer recognizes that when 'the data is finally "transcribed", it is usual then 334 ■ Qualitative Social Work 4(3) to show it back to the "subject", so that their feedback can be given' on the researcher's interpretation (Plummer, 2001: 151) . Having made some analysis notes on the transcripts about my understanding of the adoptee's identity construction and social experiences, a copy of this transcript was then given to the adoptee to make additional notes or to correct my understanding of their narrative. However, although a good way of checking narrative accuracy, i.e. the actual words that were spoken, it is important to recognize that in terms of analysis, this form of respondent validation is not the strongest available check on the researcher's interpretation of a respondent's account. And, because of this, the practice of showing the transcript back to the respondent should best be viewed as primarily a process of error reduction and then to a lesser extent, as a process of assessing the researcher's analysis (Bloor, 1997) .
It is important to recognize that recording the narrative accurately can be viewed as an element of all good qualitative research. Hence the use of accurately detailed transcription has been advocated in the use of the method (Linde, 1993) . In recording the narrative in the way used in the study, i.e. in its presented form with all false starts and hesitations left in, and to then show a copy of the transcription back to the narrator, is something that can be seen as distinctive and indeed vital to the oral life (hi)story method.This is because of the strong emphasis on capturing and recording -as far as is possible -the account, not only in terms of the actual (hi)story that is told (i.e. the information), but also the way it was told, for example, the emotional construction and presentation (Kleinman and Copp, 1993) .Also, issues around accuracy, validity and error reduction centred here on achieving a descriptive and analytical account in close accordance to the narrator's presentation of their 'truth'. This was even the case when accounts appeared to be factually untrue, because as Portelli highlighted (albeit from a psychological perspective), untrue statements and statements containing factual errors also present an element of 'truth'. This is because the very divergence from truth itself and use of 'imagination, symbolism [and] desire' also has the ability to tell us about the life perspective, interpretation and construction of the narrator's presented truth (Portelli, 1981: 100) .
Due to its lengthy and interpersonal nature, there are a number of particular ethical issues that need to be carefully considered when using oral life (hi)story, particularly when interviewing. Although the significance of flexible and negotiated ethics is understandable, the reported study's adherence to fixed ethical guidelines, in this case the British Sociological Association (BSA) (1998) research ethics and practice guidelines was strong, and the need to 'creatively produce ethics' as the interviews unfolded was unnecessary (Plummer, 2001: 227) .
The BSA's guidelines were used to create appropriate boundaries of involvement and detachment. Such 'appropriate' boundaries were based on the fact that my role was that of sociological researcher, and not a counsellor or psychotherapist. Therefore, although I was friendly and genuinely interested in their lives, the opportunity for more closer and personal relationships to form was ruled out. The use of boundaries in this way proved to be very useful, especially while dealing with the adoptees' discussions of personal issues, such as experiences of racism and bullying. For example, if I had favoured the option of reflexively responding to these personal issues my ethical ability to be professional, as well as cope with the information, would have been significantly reduced.This would not only have been harmful to the credibility of the research findings and myself, but more importantly it would have had problematic consequences for the adoptee.
In talking about ethics in the use of oral life (hi)story it is also important that protection of confidentiality, through safeguarding the anonymity of participating adoptees, is upheld in accordance with the UK 'Data Protection Act' (UK Home Office, 1998). It also complies fully with the Australian 'Privacy Act' (Office of the Federal Privacy Commissioner,Australia, 1988); the Canadian 'Personal Information Protection and Electronic Documents Act' (Department of Justice, Canada, 2000) ; the Italian 'Protection of Individuals and Legal Persons Regarding the Processing of Personal Data Act' (Privacy Exchange Organisation, Italy, 1997); and, the Irish 'Data Protection Act' (Government of Ireland, 1988) and 'Data Protection (Amendment) Act' (Government of Ireland, 2003) . Compliance with these Acts was fulfilled by using pseudonyms, in order to anonymize the identities of adoptees. However, because some of the adoptees' names were important to how they saw themselves, i.e. in terms of what they meant, where they originated from, and so on, the replacement names given to adoptees were ones which were from the same country of origin or cultural background as their real ones. Also, certain details were coded, omitted, or carefully described as to avoid their identification. These were used as and when necessary, in order to keep details, which may identify the adoptee, confidential.
However, despite having taken these steps, which were in this study largely effective, i.e. none of the adoptees are identifiable, it is important to recognize that the use of the life (hi)story method brings with it an increased risk of identification, albeit a small one.This is due to the in-depth nature of the data, which means that there is a very small risk that the adoptees may be recognizable to anyone who knows them. Pointing this out to the respondents is vital for sound research.
It was also felt that the adoptees could face emotional difficulties.This is because they were essentially spending a considerable amount of time recalling past experiences, some of which were clearly distressing. This brought with it the danger of interview sessions turning into therapeutic sessions. Therefore, a protection policy for both the adoptees and the researcher was established before any contact was made. This policy was underlined by two facts. First, my role in the research study was that of a sociological researcher, and so it was important that this be recognized and fulfilled throughout the study. Second, the researcher role was not to be confused with that of a counsellor or psychotherapist.To emphasize this is not to mean that I had no concern if the adoptees wanted to talk to me about any difficulties they were experiencing as a result of the research, but rather that I was not formally trained to take on the role of a counsellor or psychotherapist.
This protection policy provided a number of measures aimed at significantly reducing any harm that could have been caused to those involved in the research. This included providing the adoptees with the contact details of six reputable groups and organizations that specialized in offering those involved in adoption professional help, support and advice with adoption related issues; informing adoptees that if an occasion occurred where I was made aware of certain types of information that were criminally abusive, violent or sexual in nature, I would have to discuss it with the two supervisors of my doctoral research, and then decide what further action to take; and, strategies to protect my own well-being such as establishing a small support network of colleagues and a professional counselling service in which I could discuss any emotional difficulties I faced while carrying out the interviews.
Although this inclusion and use of such a protection policy adhered to ethical guidelines, and did as a whole seem adequate and successful, at several times during interview sessions, and certainly after the study had been completed, this researcher was left feeling a degree of hopelessness.This was tied to the inability to provide a greater level of comfort, support and advice, which was itself due to the confines of my role as sociological researcher, and a lack of counselling skills and qualifications. It seemed, then, that upon creating an interpersonal interview scenario in which in-depth and personal information was being given, I was in some way limited in my ability to fully meet the high levels of emotional issues with the required response.
Clearly, in terms of data collection, the use of the oral life (hi)story interviews in the study involved the attempt to access a deeper level of understanding of the adoptees' experiences. However, it is not only the element of depth of detail that is important, but also the insight into the thought processes behind behaviour. It is this function of oral life (hi)story that sets it aside from other qualitative forms of interviewing. With this in mind, the study's use of the method held a number of noticeably different issues for consideration. These were:
• The importance of establishing a relationship where personal information can be freely given.
• In an attempt to avoid the co-construction of a narrative, being able to listen to the narrative and not constantly interrupt its flow. Similarly, achieving a balance between disclosing and limiting information about oneself to the interviewee.
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• The appropriate use of physical gestures as an invitation for more information or as a request for clarity of details. The timing of these gestures and the type of gestures used are also important. Similarly, using prompts and probes at the correct times and in the correct ways to seek out information.
• Being able to read between the lines. Also to look for inconsistencies as the narrative progresses and being able to re-direct the interview as to fill these gaps.
• Acknowledging how differences in social background and status, influence power relations that may or may not develop in the interview relationship, and then how these then shape the presented narrative.
Although the examination of these issues may be required in other types of qualitative interviewing, their careful consideration is necessary when using the oral life (hi)story interviewing method.
ORAL LIFE (HI)STORY AS AN APPROACH TO GREATER UNDERSTANDING AND EMPOWERMENT
As well as the flaws in the research methods used to study trans-racial adoption, the debate suffers from an over-reliance on contradictory and inconclusive research findings, which are too widely open to interpretation.This is a serious cause for concern due to the possible harmful consequences for social work practice and policy debates.There is therefore a call for an emphasis to be placed on using a method that allows for in-depth and detailed data to be gathered, which would in turn enable us to understand more accurately the life experiences of those receiving social work intervention, such as those who have been trans-racially adopted. As a methodological approach, oral life (hi)story interviews seek to access the socially constructed reflective thoughts about an individual's life.That is not only accounts of their life experiences, but also how and why they have lived their life in the way that they have, and the thoughts and ideas that have guided their everyday behaviour and interaction with others. For example, in referring to the work of Morgan (1985 , cited in Shaw, 1996 , Shaw notes how use of the method accesses:
individual time, reflected, for example, in age and state of health; family time demonstrated in the stage of the family life cycle, and historical time as evidenced in the prevailing economic, social and political conditions. (Shaw, 1996: 143) Hence, the method brings with it the advantage to 'reveal daily life at home and at work -the very stuff that rarely gets into any kind of public record' (Yow, 1994: 13) . In doing so it is able to offer a more detailed and accurate account of social experiences and human relationships (Thompson, 1982) .These accounts are invaluable to sociologists seeking to understand the identity construction of trans-racial adoptees. As a whole, the study's use of this method successfully accessed this richly detailed insight.
However, the oral life (hi)story interview can be criticized for producing 'retrospective evidence' (Yow, 1994: 18) . For example, the adoptees were recounting their past life experiences, as opposed to allowing the researcher to observe experiences as they were occurring. However, although this is true, the method still allowed a greater level of insight to be obtained 'into the inner life of the person' (Burgess, cited in Armstrong, 1987: 8) .This is because 'if we want to know the unique perspective of an individual, there is no better way to get this than in that person's own voice' (Atkinson, 2002: 124) . As such, it meant that adoptees were still able to provide a valid, detailed understanding of the 'central moments, critical incidents, or fateful moments' which have surrounded their thinking, behaviour and social life experiences (Sparks, cited in Hatch and Wiseniewski, 1995: 116) . For example, several adoptees not only talked in some depth about how critical their experiences of racism had been in how they negotiated their racial identity, but also how and why these experiences were so critical. This then allowed a truer understanding of their interpretation of their 'subjective reality'. As Becker noted:
to understand why someone behaves as he does you must understand how it looked to him, what he thought he had to contend with, what alternatives he saw open to him; you can understand the effects of opportunity structures, delinquent subcultures, social norms, and other commonly invoked explanations of behaviour only by seeing them from the actor's point of view. (Becker, 1970: 64) Using oral life (hi)story allowed such subjective understanding to be gathered because by seeking to comprehend the 'subjective reality' of the adoptee's understanding, we are shifting away from an orientation that advocates the mere collection of facts and observations. Hence, the meanings attached by the adoptees in their understanding, interpretation, negotiation and response to their life experiences are being provided, as opposed to simple descriptions of experiences and their effects. However, in an eagerness to gain such a deep insight into experiences it is important to remember that the account is only one life (hi)story of one individual. Here Lummis (1987) argues that life (hi)story in this sense has a limited ability to provide a more fuller picture. As Yow points out, there is therefore the danger that it 'may result in a picture that is narrow, idiosyncratic, or ethnocentric' (Yow, 1994: 16) . Despite these concerns, the study's use of the method found that the presented life (hi)stories were all given in reference to wider society, covering, as Schrager (1983: 80) points out, discussions in the context of the larger community as well as national and international events. For example, in the reported study one adoptee talked in detail about the significant effects that the 1980s 'race riots' in England had upon how he perceived himself and the significance of relationships he consequently formed with members of the 'black' community.
Acting as a conduit, the method and researcher also empower narrators. This is done by providing them with an opportunity to talk for themselves, in their own voices, about their life experiences and the thought processes involved in their decision-making. Reporting upon their own lives and in effect having a greater degree of control over narrative direction offers them a unique opportunity to present their case. This is especially so if the researcher limits the amount of editing and interpretation done to the presented narrative. Here, the editing and interpretation stages are seen as significant stages of the analysis. Plummer emphasizes that it is important to 'get your subject's own words, really come to grasp them from the inside, and then yourself turn it into a structured and coherent statement that uses the subject's words in places and the social scientist's in others but does not lose their authentic meaning' (Plummer, 2001: 177) . Franklin emphasizes how, in addition, careful control must be practiced so as to limit the danger of a 'co-construction' of a narrative, which could deafen the 'distinct voice' of the individual's 'primary narrative representation' (Franklin, 1997: 111) . Similarly, it is also important that the researcher does not suffer from what Ryant calls 'goodwill advocacy' (Ryant, cited in Barnes, 1979: 142) . This is the researcher's reluctance to damage the reputation of their sample or the study findings by purposely presenting a more favourable account, as opposed to a more truthful one, for example, by omitting certain data or failing to follow up certain discussion areas.
In trying to avoid the adoptees' life (hi)story being overtaken by my own ideas, theories, expectations and experiences, a number of measures were taken. These include theorizing about the ways in which my own self may affect the adoptees' presentation of their life (hi)story and my interpretation and editing of that data. This led me to ask myself questions about whose (hi)story was being told and how much I had 'intruded' (Plummer, 2001: 176) upon the adoptees' (re)presentation of their life (hi)story. Therefore, I accepted that my analytical framework needed to take account of first, my motivations for doing the research, and second, the ways in which I, as a mid-20-something, workingclass, female and British-born Indian researcher, could inform the construction, negotiation and presentation of the adoptees' social life experiences. A number of checks and measures, i.e. being answerable to funding bodies and wider sociological evaluation, helped to ensure that any damaging personal agenda were removed. In terms of my own self though, I cannot say for sure in what ways and to what degrees the components of my identity affected each of the six adoptees' constructions. For example, would being a female interviewer make another female adoptee more or less inhibited in telling me about their life? Similarly, how would someone who may not see themselves as 'black' talk about themselves to someone they may see as 'black'. Although undoubtedly, each of the components of my identity affected each of the six adoptees in different ways and to different degrees, one cannot say for sure their precise effects, only to acknowledge them and to theorize about them in the re-presentation of the adoptees' life (hi)stories (Harding, 1991) . Doing so allows us to appreciate how the adoptees' presented life (hi)story is a version of their truth, which has been constructed and (re)negotiated according to (1) the adoptee who is telling their life (hi)story; (2) by myself (as researcher) who is gathering the life (hi)story; and, (3) the reflexive communication that is being negotiated and constructed between the adoptee and myself.
These issues around editing and interpretation also highlight concerns around how the actual interviewing process, that is the process of talking and listening, could best be adapted as to allow interviewees to have a larger degree of control over what is being presented. Providing them with this opportunity to speak more for themselves about themselves is very important as it also aids their empowerment. The adoptees' reflections about participating in the study illustrated the oral life (hi)story approach's empowerment function. Here, when asked about how they felt about talking in the interviews, the adoptees said that they were not only surprised at how much they could actually talk once given the opportunity, for example, one adoptee said: 'gosh! I can talk about myself!!' (Alison), but also the benefits of being offered the chance to do so, for example, one adoptee said: 'it's been good to talk about actual things that you sort of take for granted . . . I've sort of clarified things in my head about what I've experienced' (Robert); and another said: 'I felt that I could open up and express my feelings . . . it's actually quite nice . . . it's made me realize a few things as well . . . it's made me that little bit more confident, having talking about it openly with someone, probably, well yeah, for the first time' (Natasha).
Some adoptees talked about the strangeness of reading transcripts of their narratives. For example, one adoptee said about her narrative: 'it felt as if it was me reading it, but it did feel as if it was someone else's story, but that they had very close links to myself, almost like a twin. But . . . I could see it was me. I knew it was me' (Natasha); and another adoptee said that they found the experience of reading one's own narrative (in the form used in this study, i.e. as words were spoken, with the hesitations left in, and with no corrections made to false starts), as 'hard to read and make sense [of]' meaning that it was 'a bit of a shock to see yourself represented like this' ( Julie). Responding to this last adoptee's later critical questions about the reasons as to why I had chosen to transcribe interviews in this way was difficult. It was here that issues around power relations emerged. For example, although as an experienced sociological researcher I had justified the decision and value of presenting narratives in this 'raw' way, such explanation did not settle easily with this particular adoptee.This is because she had felt that the decision to transcribe in this way instead reflected my 'lack of experience' with the method and in particular my 'lack of wisdom' in terms of not being able to fully appreciate the life experiences of someone significantly older than myself. Although this was initially taken as a personal attack, an emphasis of the professional characteristic of the researcher role allowed me to talk through concerns with the adoptee in a professional and responsible manner. Hence, my cautious note and emphasis on the need to consider very carefully the interpersonal nature of the method, and in particular the possibility of its labelling of the researcher.
However, despite this minor setback, neither this nor any other adoptee said that they had felt there were any serious negative effects to participating in the study and being interviewed in the way that they were. Rather, they felt it to be a means of positive empowerment, which is why they continued with participation.
CONCLUSION
This article has critically examined the use of the oral life (hi)story approach and its qualitative research method of interviewing as a means of researching key social work areas. In particular, the case of trans-racial adoption has been used as an example in assessing the method's usefulness. It has been argued that despite some minor limitations, the method has the ability to further the debate on trans-racial adoption, and possibly other key social work study areas. It does this in two ways. It first provides a means to gain a deeper level of insight and a more detailed understanding, and second highlights the method's ability to empower those being studied by providing them with a means to enter the arena of the debate. It is therefore argued that not only should the use of the method be seriously considered, but also that there is a distinct value for the debate, especially those leading to policy making decisions, in directly consulting those at the receiving end of such social work intervention.
However, it is also acknowledged that to incorporate the use of this method in social work research, brings with it some practice implications.These implications are paradoxically rooted in the method's ability to dig much deeper beneath the surface, in comparison to other qualitative methods, in order to deliver rich and detailed data, meaning that the method therefore brings with it a huge intervening aspect. In addition to the distinct ethical issues of such an intervening aspect, there are also other more practical concerns, i.e. time consumption and data management.
This account has outlined some of the concerns and issues related to the use of the method. It has illustrated and made an assessment of the method's suitability for providing a deeper understanding of a difficult research area. In concluding this assessment, it is suggested here that the method needs to be 342 ■ Qualitative Social Work 4(3)
